This is a bonus additional section of a four part series where I share some current research that I am 
working on concerning transformation in human conflict (war, defense, security, strategy, and 
innovation). This likely will end up as a book chapter or an independent article in a journal, and this 
last addition involves some graphics and further explanation after posting the original ones and then 
taking my dog for a walk. Additionally, Medium has invited me to be a featured speaker at their 
upcoming Medium Day on 12 AUG 2023, so this could possibly be the topic I engage on. Other 
confirmed speakers include Rita McGrath (Professor of Management at Columbia Business School), 
Clive Thompson (WIRED, MIT Technology Review), and Alex Hollender (Lead UX Designer at 
Wikipedia), and more TBA. If you missed part 1—4 of this series, those links are below: 


This section will pull sections before and after the graphics to provide that context. I recommend you 
check out the other parts of the series if this leaves you scratching your head. The first figure below 
will go somewhere inside of Part 1 above: 


In the Nuclear Age, nations would assume greater tolerance for tactical defeat if this maintained nuclear 
deterrence and prevented terrestrial domain and societal obliteration (Eccles, 1965, p. 115). 
Considering long wars in Afghanistan for the Soviet Union and later still, the United States, and the 
U.S. war in Vietnam, the second half of the Twentieth Century is full of limited conflicts and 
operational failures due to overarching concerns on nuclear deterrence. The ultimate weapon to destroy 
an enemy totally was reached, but proliferated to produce an emergent reality where not using the 
weapon is more powerful than risking its application. Due to existential threats to both competitors, 
wars would shift to irregular and hybrid options so that deterrence could prevent potential species 
extinction. 

Figure 1: Premodern to Modern War Paradigms 
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Figure 1 provides one of many possible ways to systemically frame an expansion from earlier, 
premodern war frames toward a more expansive war paradigm that includes modernity. Readers should 
remember that war, as a human design and social construction, can include any number of 
hybridizations and variations of anything depicted in premodern and modern war occurrences. This 
figure should be considered with a high degree of abstraction, in that ‘devastation’ and ‘sophistication’ 
are broad and particularly incomplete when considering the wide panoply of human designed conflicts 
thus recorded. However, premodern war is often associated with ascientific combinations of 
ideological, societal, cultural, and ritualized frameworks for what war could be, how warfare might be 
waged, and tied to a lower sophistication of technology, collective knowledge, and the societies 
involved as well. This is depicted in Figure 1 on the left side where genocides and racial or ideological 
wars often were highly devastating to the populations involved (Heuser, 2010, pp. 46-53, 182, 192- 
197). Many premodern conflicts were conducted by military leaders who believed ontologically that a 
deity or deities controlled the outcomes of any battle, while in other contexts a war might be waged 
within strict and limited conditions assumed by both sides. Positioned at the low or localized level of 
devastation are acts of piracy, terrorism, and intimidation although these activities easily might be 
considered at higher levels of death and destruction depending on the context. 


The modern war paradigm depicted in Figure 1 is illustrated on the right side and features a bold, solid 
border that represents the increased objectivity of natural science influences and advanced political and 
societal constructs associated with modernity. In the overlap between these two war paradigms, a gray 
section represents nearly five centuries of transformation, transition, and what unfolded in an uneven, 
nonlinear, and confusing series of events that would ultimately expand what humans understand as war 
into something contemporary and terrifying. Between the 15th and 19th centuries, western societies 
particularly in Europe went through profound changes that would propel an otherwise insignificant 
population and region of the world into the dominant, even overwhelming force capable of a new and 
different war paradigm. This transformation occurred due to the Age of European Enlightenment and 
the rise of natural scientific thinking which would spark an industrial revolution. The political, social, 
and cultural shifts in how societies understood what it meant to be a country with geographic borders, a 
shared language and cultural history, and have some existential right to be a nation among nations 
would change how our species went about waging war. 


The modern war paradigm in Figure 1 positions ‘species-wide existential’ as the ultimate threat of 
complete devastation that emerged in the 1950s and defined the start of the ‘Cold War’ between nuclear 
superpowers. Until this point, our species had the penultimate ability to wipe out specific groups or 
populations and inflect catastrophic yet recoverable damage to the land, sea, or air. Nuclear annihilation 
meant that there were no more winners and losers, nor could one side impose one’s will upon another if 
the planet was consumed in some nuclear holocaust. Below this, total wars not involving nuclear 
exchanges still represent high devastation and represent the modern desire to utterly and vividly destroy 
or eliminate a rival nation(s) or otherwise transform their form and function as a society. These 
represent both World Wars, and the perpetual threat of future wars that remain below a nuclear 
deterrence threshold. Modern war now, due to deterrence concerns, feature a limited war phenomenon 
where sides are apt to accept greater tactical defeats than previously, if only to prevent escalation into 
nuclear war. Irregular and unconventional warfare along with revolutionary war and terrorism occupy 
the lower rungs of this hierarchy. However, just as in premodern war and piracy or terrorism, the 


contextual uniqueness of any conflict may reposition it higher or lower on the devastation scale 
depicted. 


Many military theorists might reconceptualize Figure 1 into some other arrangement and provide valid 
analysis based on better explaining premodern and modern war paradigms. However, Figure 1 is the 
first of two figures where phantasmal war theory is introduced. Readers might delay judgment and 
consider how Figure 2 is introduced later in this article. All three war paradigms ought to be considered 
collectively in a synthetic rather than analytic mode of conceptualization. These concepts build upon 
one another and for the phantasmal concept to be properly introduced, some additional explanation is 
required. 


Later in this project, I have the second figure. For this one, it will end up somewhere inside of Part 4 of 
the original series linked above. 


One last and rather grim possibility for a phantasmal war is where human designers produce artificial 
intelligence that self-augments to such dizzying levels of intelligence and capacity that the 
aforementioned strong emergence (Type 4) occurs, and the AI now comprehends at a different level of 
complex reality (Zweibelson, 2023b). This again sounds fantastic and nearly inconceivable for serious 
security concerns, yet complexity science is essential in addressing the clear limits of the modern 
military paradigm for understanding warfare (Paparone, 2013, pp. 19-20, 38—41). Humans collectively 
across all history assume that war is some violent collision between humans equipped with tools, 
whether analog or digital. That the species might usher in a new artificial intelligence able to 
comprehend reality in a different plane of existence unreachable by humans may mean that the human 
invention of war could extend into something beyond all previous definitions and rules. Such superior 
AI might consider humans in the manner that a loving owner enjoys the companionship of an animal. 
Humans bond with and provide for pets, despite knowing that a dog cannot understand reality at the 
cognitive level that humans do. If this analogy preserves and a Singleton AI becomes a super-cognitive 
custodian of humans, phantasmal wars might occur and resolve around the species without clear 
awareness. A bomb-sniffing canine makes important contributions in war when partnered with humans, 
but it lacks any appreciation that it is accomplishing operational or strategic objectives in a complex 
war other than performing the immediate task it was trained to do. 


The dark alternative is that a Singleton gains such intelligence that it occupies a superior plane of 
existence and comprehension so that the human designers are like that of ants. Most people don’t worry 
about ants outside their house, and if they appear within, they eliminate the nuisance. Humans have 
little compassion for the existence of fate of an individual ant, and this is in keeping with how 
complexity science can explain various levels of life forms and types of emergence in complex 
systems. Humans comprehend reality on a different, sophisticated plane to that of other creatures, and 
some animals are cherished as companions, while others are exploited as valuable resources, others 
placed in zoos or controlled habitats, and some are exterminated as threats. If humanity were to be 
extinguished by its own artificial creation, that last conflict likely would be phantasmal for the human 
participants until too late. Yet such a species extermination event might be how advanced AI could 
think differently, independent of programmer values, beliefs, and morality (Bostrom, 2016, pp. 134— 
138, 140-141; Zweibelson, 2023a). 
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Figure 2 presents the phantasmal war paradigm as one that does not replace existing modern or 
premodern war paradigms but extends the realm of the possible and imaginable in conflict up to and 
beyond the organic and physical limits of our species thus far. The premodern and modern war 
paradigms explained in Figure 1 are now simplified in description here so that their interplay with a 
phantasmal war paradigm is appreciated. First, any future war may have features of any combination or 
exclusion of any of the war paradigms presented. Whether a conflict consists of high technology drones 
and missile strikes combined with combined arms maneuver warfare in the Ukraine or one of local 
beheadings and rapes with machetes and farm tools in an African desert community over ideological 
motives, our species is wickedly cunning and creative on how to wage war. Indeed, many wars are 
defined not by how closely they adhere to existing theories and models, but how so many of them 
challenge or disrupt those concepts. Figure 2 does introduce several significant points conceming 
where war is likely transforming toward in the decades to come. 


The first overlap between premodern and modern war paradigms shown in Figure 1 is repeated in 
Figure 2 with the same five century span of transformation. While the transformation from premodern 
to modern took a long time to emerge, the overlap between the modern war paradigm and a phantasmal 
one may only take a few decades or less. Taking risk to make a prediction on complex warfare, this 
author posits that such a transformation will occur in the 21stcentury. Again, this does not mean that 
after this transition, no future wars will feature premodern or modern war paradigm qualities. All future 
wars may have premodern, modern, or phantasmal war paradigm qualities, including unrealized and 
unimagined hybridizations between the three. The overlap between modern and phantasmal includes a 
strong emphasis on disruptive technology such as general artificial intelligence, the potential rise of an 
AI Singleton and a presumed ‘singleton arms race’ between competing technologically advanced 


nations, and an acceleration of human-machine teaming where the machine increasingly becomes 
central to the war accomplishment (Zweibelson, 2023a, 2023b). Virtual and augmented reality will also 
feature in this, likely in how cyberspace will integrate further and more extensively into how humans 
make sense of reality, live their lives, and unavoidably face new forms of devastation in wars yet to 
occur. 


Today, US Space Command, US Special Operations Command, and US Cyber Command are 
discussing a triad or interplay of sorts between these three that blur domain uniqueness, organizational 
specialization, and an emerging synthesis of disruptive forms and functions of war that are 
insufficiently observed or articulated in past conflicts centered on the traditional physical domains (air, 
land, sea). That the modern war paradigm is defined by nuclear deterrence and prevention of national 
or species elimination makes this trinity additionally unique, as the quest for perpetual nuclear 
deterrence forces all participants to consider limited wars that exercise in novel pathways that still 
prevent nuclear escalation. Depicted with a triangle in the overlap in Figure 2 between modern and 
phantasmal war paradigms, this new trinity synthesizes special operations activities within deterrence 
of nuclear war with activities and effects in the cyber and space domains. Future wars that remain in 
some premodern or modern configuration do not apply here. Rather, future conflicts that involve 
previously unimagined or unrealized arrangements of organized violence such as weaponized artificial 
intelligence used through space architecture to dramatically alter millions of human user behaviors 
through cyberspace are the dominant features of this transitional period. Wars that deviate strongly 
from all past understandings of what war is (and is not) will likely be misdiagnosed or misinterpreted, 
to include not considering such events war at all. 


This proposed trinity of space, special operations, and cyber will over the next few decades position 
space commands, cyber commands, and special operations organizations as central to an increasing 
transition of war into a phantasmal paradigm.[i] This will be increasingly disruptive to how the modern 
military profession is configured with a historic bias concerning physical domains, kinetic and clearly 
understood actions, and precise political, legal, ethical, and moral definitions of what organized 
violence is and is not. As humanity extends further into the space domain and integrates more 
intimately with a virtual or augmented reality of digital configuration, future populations will realize 
new and emergent vulnerabilities, strengths, and otherwise transform further away from their ancestors. 
This undoubtably includes where AI will develop toward some general form of intelligence, and how 
humans will also modify themselves to potentially leap past the slow, clunky process of biological and 
genetic transformation spanning generations to one of rapid upgrades and radical modifications 
occurring near instantaneously. Those humans unwilling to modify will retain all abilities to wage war 
in a premodern or modern sense but be restricted from any involvement (except as a victim or hapless 
bystander) concerning the phantasmal war paradigm. 


The phantasmal war paradigm is depicted in Figure 2 on the right side with dotted grey arrows and a 
configuration of loops, illustrating the still emerging and fluid quality of any dramatic transformation in 
complex reality. Even speculating on such a war paradigm is wickedly difficult and possibly 
paradoxical in that the author and the readers remain natural-born humans. We all are capable of 
comprehending war as our ancestors did thousands of years ago and how our contemporaries today 
view wars unfolding now or looming on the near horizon. Some broad constructs are arguable feasible 


and will be depicted here. First, the most devastating consequence of the phantasmal war paradigm is 
not the destruction of the species as with modern nuclear capable warfare, but that the species is 
eclipsed by something else originally designed by humans. This easily could be an artificial intelligence 
that vastly exceeds our abilities once it gains parity (general AT), or it could also be some transhuman 
development where homo sapiens is eclipsed by supra sapiens in some cybernetic, genetic, nano- 
technological, or other enhancement that differentiates the two not by biological or reproductive 
reasons, but intellectual abilities. It is worth mentioning that such an event may not be catastrophic if 
the Singleton AI or transhuman superiors agree to a mutually beneficial relationship, and our species is 
cognizant of such an arrangement. 


Below the notion of the species eclipsed by an emerging creation of our own original designs, 
‘machine-human teaming in war’ is listed. Unlike in the transitional trinity between modern and 
phantasmal where humans lead in the human-machine teaming configuration, a phantasmal war 
paradigm positions the machine in the lead or dominant role. Humans will be increasingly incapable of 
making timely or accurate decisions for phantasmal war that either exquisitely capable or sentient 
machines can do faster and better. Humans might become the necessary maintainers or supporters of 
sophisticated and intelligent machines of war, if war is exercised in some devastating configuration 
relevant to modern or premodern war ideals. This presents the last concept in Figure 2 under 
phantasmal war where humans are increasingly unwitting or unwilling. 


Unwitting humans are unaware or unable to participate in war in any collaborative or productive sense. 
Potentially, they might not even realize or recognize that war is occurring. Either war is unattributable 
due to some technological and sociological developments such as conflict occurring entirely in virtual 
and augmented reality upon human users of those domains, or that the conceptualization of war as 
rendered by artificial intelligence or transhuman entities cannot be realized by regular humans. We 
might be too slow or lack the intelligence or awareness to process such things. Or war is so 
sophisticated and rendered into forms we insist cannot be war that we continue to collectively agree 
that war is not occurring at all, despite those inflicting it upon us knowing otherwise. Such activities 
may exercise through our familiar physical domains, but likely the emerging trinity of space-cyber- 
special operations offers greater opportunities for such novel advantage. In escalations such as a 
Singleton arms race between two rival nations (or a multitude), one society might insist that certain 
activities are unethical or immoral and resist pursuing such developments. This in itself may become 
the difference between those humans that harness, or potentially release uncontrollably upon the world 
the radical disruptions that usher in phantasmal war and those that either are the victims of such 
decisions, or perhaps the unwitting humans that continue to remain in some premodern or modern war 
paradigm exclusively. Those societies will continue to attempt to wage war in familiar ways, with 
familiar tools and familiar methods. They will also be the ones to lose against phantasmally capable 
opponents. 


